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THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE 
IN DIARBEKIR, 1915 


Simon Payasl ian 


Conditions for the Armenians in the vilayet (province) of 
Diarbekir had been repressive for decades when the Ottoman 
Empire entered World War I in 1914. While Diarbekir vilayet 
and particularly the city of Diarbekir had witnessed a “great 
manufacturing revival” and a rapidly growing export-oriented 
economy in the late nineteenth century, the massacres of the 
1890s during the reign of Sultan Abdul-Hamid II (1876- 
1908/09) had caused much destruction. Yet the Armenians had 
begun the process of reconstruction immediately after 1908 
when the Young Turk revolution essentially removed the sultan 
from power. The economy was in depression, paralyzed by 
inflation and unemployment, which in June 1909 led to peti- 
tions by both Armenian and Turkish protesters in Diarbekir for 
governmental intervention to reverse the rising price of bread. 
For the Armenians, however, the deplorable conditions in the 
vilayet were further exacerbated by physical insecurity and 
chronic plunder.' 





! For useful documents on the massacres of the 1890s, see Gustave Meyrier, Les _ 
massacres de Diarbékir: Correspondance diplomatique du vice-consul de France, 
1894-1896, compiled and annotated by Claire Mouradian and Michel Durand- — 
Meyrier ([Paris]: L’inventaire, 2000). On the social and economic conditions, see 
Donald Quataert, Ottoman Manufacturing in the Age of the Industrial Revolution 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 68-70; N.V. Karapetyan, 
“Arevmtahayeri sotsial-tntesakan vichake 1900-1908 tt.” [The Socio-Economic 
Condition of Western Armenians in the Years 1900-1908], in Ts.P. Aghayan et al., 
eds., Hai zhoghovrdi patmutyun, vol. 6 (Erevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences, 
1981), pp. 464-65, 494-95; Azat S. Hambaryan, “Azgayin-azatagrakan ev sotsialakan 
sharzhumnern Arevmtyan Hayastanum Eritturkeri karavarman tarinerin” [National 
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Particularly troubling for Armenians in the Kurdish-populated 
regions such as Diarbekir vilayet was the constant threat posed 
to their families and properties.» The Kurdish attacks on the 
Armenians during the Hamidian massacres of 1890s had height- 
ened the Armenians’ sense of insecurity, and despite repeated 
efforts the Armenian leadership failed to bring the Kurds into 
a mutually-beneficial understanding in matters of local or 
regional interests. Indeed, Kristapor Mikayelian, one of the 
founders of the Dashnaktsutiun (Armenian Revolutionary Feder- 
ation), in an article published in 1901 considered the Kurds the 
most serious menace to the Armenians.” The local Kurdish 
chieftains opposed any sort of economic and political liberaliza- 
tion and therefore remained committed to the advantages gained 
under Sultan Abdul-Hamid. They had informally divided large 
portions of the Armenian provinces among their tribes and, 
despite the restoration of the Ottoman constitution in 1908, 
continued to arrogate to themselves a host of privileges, includ- 
ing the collection of various taxes (for example, a tax on 
marriages), For their part, the Young Turk leaders, their 
pronouncements extolling the virtues of democratization notwith- 
standing, demonstrated no interest in rectifying the situation.” 


Liberation and Social Movements in Western Armenia during the Young Turk 
Government], p. 510; idem, “Arevmtyan Hayastani chnshvats zhoghovurdneri 
hamagortsaktsutyan hartse” [The Issue of Cooperation among the Oppressed Peoples 
of Western Armenia], in Hai zhoghovrdi patmutyun, p. 518. 

' 2 Great Britain, Foreign Office, Historical Section, “Armenia and Kurdistan,” in 
Turkey in Asia (London: H.M.S.O., 1920), pp. 1,42. These documents were prepared 
by the Foreign Office for the postwar peace conferences. 

> Kristapor Mikayelian, “Hai-krdakan haraberutiunner,” in Fechan 
mtkere [The Thoughts of a Revolutionary] (Geneva: Armenian Revolutionary 
Federation, 1906), pp. 111-12. 

* Karo (Garo) Sasuni, Kurt azgayin E ev hai-krtakan haraberu- 
tiunnere [The Kurdish National Movements and Armeno-Kurdish Relations] (Beirut: 
Hamazkayin Press, 1969), pp. 199-202; Great Britain, FO, “Armenia and Kurdistan,” 
p. 76. 

5 On Diarbekir city, Palu, and Chunkush, see, for example, A. Kitur (Gidour), ed. 
and comp., Patmutiun S.D. Hnchakian kusaktsutian, 1887-1963 [History of the S.D. 
Hnchakian Party, 1887-1963], 2 vols. (Beirut: Shirak, 1963), vol. 2, pp. 355-63, 416- 
32, 432-40; Ruben Ter Minasian, Hai heghapokhakani me hushere [The Memoirs of 
an Armenian Revolutionary] (Los Angeles: Horizon, 1951), vol. 6, pp. 429-44. 
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The Ittihadists at War 


Preoccupied with efforts to enhance its political legitimacy, the 
Young Turk government, rather than institute the needed eco- 
nomic and administrative reforms, made no more than cosmetic 
changes. Further, it propagated the exclusivist ideology of 
Turkism and chauvinistic Pan-Turanism, which proposed cultural 
homogeneity through Turkification, on the one hand, and the 
revival of the powerful Ottoman Empire of the bygone years, 
on the other. These ideological doctrines, formulated by Pan- 
Turkist intellectuals and publishers such as Ziya Gdkalp—a 
native of Diarbekir—Tekin Alp, and Yusuf Akchura, founder of 
the Turk Yiirdu (Turkish Homeland) journal, served to justify 
the consolidation of power by the Ittihad ve Terakki (Commit- 
‘tee of Union and Progress, CUP).° | 

The Adana massacres in 1909 indicated that the mere re- 
moval from power of the despised sultan could not necessarily 
create a political and economic environment conducive to safety 
and stability. The turbulence experienced in Turkish relations 
with the outside world resulted in violent convulsions at home, 
with deleterious consequences for the Armenians in Diarbekir 
and throughout the empire. In 1910, the Young Turks in 
Diarbekir established the “Turkish Renaissance,” a society 
reportedly composed exclusively of Turks and other Muslims 
for the purpose of undermining and destroying Armenian 
businesses in the vilayet.’ The authorities used the war between 
the Ottoman Empire and Italy in 1911, by which Italy gained 
‘control of Tripoli (Libya), to intimidate the Armenian communi- 
ties by spreading fears of Muslim vengeance. Thereafter, 
according to a report by the Reverend Alpheus Newell Andrus — 
of the American Mission at Mardin, a dangerous situation 
enveloped the vilayet of Diarbekir, as “a reactionary policy” 
and “unstable equilibrium” created such a “delicate” and a 





6 Jacob M. Landau, Pan-Turkism: From Irredentism to Cooperation, 2d rev. ed. 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995); Taha Parla, The Social and Political 
Thought of Ziya Gökalp, 1876-1924 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1985). 

” Episodes des massacres arméniens de Diarbékir: Faits et documents (Istanbul: 
G. Keshishian, 1920), pp. 5-6. 


288 Simon Payaslian 


“highly dynamic” situation “that the earth trembles beneath us 
and the atmosphere is highly charged with electricity.”* The 
Balkan wars (1912-13) only aggravated the situation.” The 
triumvirate leading the ultra-nationalist wing of the Ittihad ve 
Terakki—-Minister of Interior Mehmed Talaat, Minister of War 

Ismail Enver, and Minister of the Marine Ahmed Jemal—who 
= seized power in a military coup on January 23, 1913, steered 
the empire toward xenophobic Turkism. 

Armenians were compelled yet again, as decades earlier, to 
turn to outside powers for diplomatic intervention. The Russian 
government, having recovered from the disastrous war with 
Japan and the revolution of 1905 and now eager to refocus its 
attention on the Ottoman Empire and particularly on German 
expansionism in the region, returned to the Armenian Question. 
Armenian demands for reforms thus found support in Russian 
diplomacy involving the European powers and culminating in an 
Armenian reform act signed by Russian and Turkish representa- 
tives on February 8, 1914. The agreement provided for the 
creation of two large provinces in the eastern vilayets, one 
comprising Trebizond, Sivas, and Erzerum, and the other, Van, 
Bitlis, Kharpert, and Diarbekir, with the appointment of a 
foreign inspector-general for each to oversee the implementation 
of the reforms. While not satisfactory to all concerned, the 
promised changes nevertheless gave hope that the great powers 
would now force the Turkish government to introduce the long 
awaited fundamental administrative improvements.” 





8 Archives of American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), 
Houghton Library, Harvard University, Andrus to Platt and Platt, Dec. 31, 1911, in 
Alpheus Newell Andrus (Eastern Turkey Mission, 1868-1919), “Copies of Reports, 
Appeals for Help, Accounts of Trips and Troubles in Mardin Area, 1905-1912,” 
ABC, Box 2, folder 2:4. 

”? Richard G. Hovannisian, Armenia on the Road to Independence, 1918 (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1967), pp. 30-31; N.V. Karapetyan, 
“1908 t. Eritturkakan heghashrjume ev arevmtahayutyan vichake” [The Young Turk 
Revolution of 1908 and the Condition of Western Armenians], in Hai zhoghovrdi 
patmutyun, pp. 502-03. 

° Richard G. Hovannisian, “The Armenian Question in the Ottoman Empire, 
1876-1914,” in Richard G. Hovannisian, ed., The Armenian People from Ancient to 
Modern Times, vol. 2: Foreign Dominion to Statehood: The Fifteenth Century to the 
T wentieth erty (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), p. eo 
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Such reforms did not materialize, however, as the seferberlik 
(general mobilization) and the outbreak of World War I eventu- © 
ally removed the Ittihadists’ veneer of reformist pretensions. 
The appointment in August 1914 of the rabidly anti-Christian 
Dr. Mehmed Reshid Shahingiray (Cherkes Mehmed) as the new 
vali (provincial governor) may be seen as the first concrete step 
toward the wholesale destruction of Armenians, and Christians 
in general, in Diarbekir. Between August 19 and 21, 1914, a 
great fire engulfed Diarbekir’s business center, including more 
than 1,000 shops, most of them owned by Armenians. When the 
gendarmes hindered efforts to put out the fires, people specu- 
lated about the origins of the fire and the intentions of the 
Ittihadist government. They suspected that the authorities, 
particularly the police chief Mehmed Memduh Bey, instigated | 
the fire and intended to destroy the Armenian shops and econ- 
omy. Furthermore, it was also believed that the central govern- 
ment, expecting an ultimate Russian advance into the region, 
had ordered the local CUP operatives to raze the markets to the 
ground.!! Immediately after the fire, Reshid was appointed vali 
of Basra and was succeeded briefly by Hamid (Kapanchi) Bey 
(September 17, 1914 to March 25, 1915). Hamid Bey removed ` 
Memduh from his post, but the Ittihadists, dissatisfied with 
Hamid’s measure against Memduh, in turn removed him from 
office while having Memduh appointed police commissioner at 
Adana.” Meanwhile, in Constantinople the central government 
in October 1914 abolished the Capitulations, which had granted 

foreigners the right to live and work in the Ottoman Empire. 


'! Episodes, p. 6; Nazaret Piranian, Kharberdi Egherne [The Great Crime in 
Kharpert] (Boston: Baikar, 1937), p. 92; Maria Jacobsen, Oragrutiun, 1907-1919: 
Kharberd [Diary, 1907-1919: Kharpert], trans. from Danish by Bishop Nerses 
Bakhtikian and Mihran Simonian (Antelias: Catholicosate of Cilicia, 1979), pp. 60, 
65. On the military situation. in the region, see W.E.D. Allen and Paul Muratoff, 
Caucasian Battlefields: A History of the Wars on the Turco-Caucasian Border, 1828- 
192] (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), p. 247. 

-2 Hans-Lukas Kieser, “Dr. Mehmed Reshid (1873-1919): A Political Doctor,” 
in Hans-Lukas Kieser and Dominik J. Schaller, eds., Der Völkermord an den 
Armeniern und die Shoah/The Armenian Genocide and the Shoah (Zurich: Chronos, 
2002), p. 261; Episodes, p. 7; Sepuh Akuni, Milion me hayeru jardi patmutiune [The 
Story of the Massacre ofa Million Armenians] (Constantinople: Hayastan, 1921), pp. 

61-62. | | 
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according to the laws of their country of origin, and now felt 
free to commence confiscation of Armenian properties across 
the empire. 

The prelate of Diarbekir, Vardapet (Archimandrite) Mgrdich 
Chighadian (Mkrtich Chlikhatian), in a desperate letter to the 
Armenian Patriarch in Constantinople, Zaven Der Yeghiayan 
(former — of Diarbekir until 1913), described the condi- 
tions: : 


The people here have been brought to such a point that it is 
almost impossible for them to continue living, and the situation 
is even worse in Slivan [Silvan] and Bsherig. With the utmost 
severity, and using threats, wheat, flour, barley, horses, mules, 
sheep, rye, oil, dairy products, shoemaking leather, and peasant 
women’s head-wrap sheets are being collected from the people. 
Those who have these things are giving them without com- 
plaints. Those who do not have them are obliged to buy and 
deliver them, otherwise they can be brought in front of the 
Court-Martial. Unfortunately, evil does not stop here; for the 
last month, the Kurds have reverted to their old habits and 
started robbing the Armenians, partly to take the place of what 
has been confiscated from them and partly to quench their thirst 
for revenge on the Armenians.” 


Immediately after his resumption of office as the vali of 
Diarbekir in March 1915, Mehmed Reshid, along with the 
equally anti-Armenian Pirinji-zadé Aziz Feyzi Bey, directed the 
operations of the Teshkilat-i Mahsusa (Special Organization) in 
Diarbekir province.'* The Teshkilat-i Mahsusa coordinated the 
implementation of the central government’s orders to deport and 
massacre the Armenians. In Diarbekir, Reshid was assisted in 
this task by functionaries of the ruling Ittihadist party, such as 
provincial secretary Ibrahim Bedreddin (Bedri) Bey and the 


'3 See text of letter in Zaven Der Yeghiayan, My Patriarchal Memoirs, trans. from 
the Armenian by Ared Misirliyan (Barrington, RI: Mayreni Publishing, 2002; original 
Armenian, Cairo: Nor Astgh, 1947), p. 36. 

14 Thid., p. 45; Kieser, “Dr. Mehmed Reshid,” p. 246. Feyzi Bey, deputy from — 
Diarbekir to the Ottoman Parliament, was the son of Pirinji-zadé Arif, one of the 
Kurdish leaders and principal organizer of the massacre of Armenians in Diarbekir 
in 1895. See Episodes, p. 8. 
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newly-appointed police chief, Veli Nejdet Bey, who, according 
to testimonies during the postwar courts-martial, organized the 
chete bands of brigands and oversaw the deportations. Reshid 
reappointed Memduh Bey to his former post as Diarbekir’s 
chief of police, removed officials who maintained allegiance to 
the former vali Hamid Bey or refused to obey CUP orders, and 
in some cases ordered their death. Khalil Sami, kaimakam 
(district governor) of the kaza (district) of Jezire (Jizre), was 
among those removed from their posts; Husein Nesimi Bey, 
kaimakam of Lije kaza, and Ali Sabid el-Suveydi, kaimakam of 
Beshiri kaza, were killed.’ 


“A Perfect Reign of Terror j 


The mass arrests of Armenians in Diarbekir began in the 
_ middle of April 1915 under the pretext of searching for weap- 
ons and escapees from military service. The fact that Turkish 
authorities found soldiers concealed in an Armenian church at 
Diarbekir provided the local Armenophobes with the opportunity 
to justify the arrest of several prominent Armenians.’® Mean- 
while, the government launched an extensive propaganda cam- 
paign to mobilize Muslim sentiment against the Armenians. 
Feyzi Bey visited Jezire in late April and Mardin a few weeks 
later to exhort his co-religionists. It was their “religious and 
patriotic duty,” Feyzi exclaimed, “to massacre Christians and ~ 
that the theft of the possessions of the ‘Gyavours’ was ‘hellal’ . 
(that is, authorized by Islamic laws; the Sheriat).”'’ At the same 
time, Armenian community leaders and intellectuals were 
arrested in Constantinople and exiled to Anatolia where most 
were killed. By early June 1915, six Armenian members of the 
Ottoman parliament, including the deputy of. Diarbekir Stepan 


'S Vartkes Yeghiayan, ed. and comp., British Foreign Office Dossiers on Turkish 
War Criminals (La Verne, CA: American Armenian International College, 1991), pp. 
40-43, 150, 154; Kieser, “Dr. Mehmed Reshid,” pp. 262-67 passim; Episodes, p. 12. 

'6 Rev. Dr. Alpheus Newell Andrus (Eastern Turkey Mission, 1868-1919), 
Calendar-Diary, 1915, ABC, box 2, folder 2:9, cited hereafter as Andrus Diary; 
Levon Chormisian, Hamapatker arevmtahai mek daru patmutian [A Panorama of 
One Century of Western Armenian History], vol. 3 (Beirut: Sevan, 1975), pp. 468-69, 

1 Yeghiayan, British Foreign Office Dossiers, p. 154; Episodes, p. 19. 
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Charajian, had been arrested. Krikor Zohrab (Grigor Zohrap) 
and Vartkes (Hovhannes Serenkulian), representatives respec- 
tively from Constantinople and Erzerum, were murdered in July 
by the notoriously brutal Cherkes (Circassian) Ahmed and his 
cohorts in the valley of Sheytan Deresi (Devil’s Gulch), a few 
miles northeast of Urfa on the road to Severek and Diarbekir." 

In May 1915, house-to-house searches for weapons and 
harassment of every kind escalated across the vilayet. It was 
reported that Armenians were being fired on in the streets of 
Diarbekir, while nearby villages were being plundered.” By the- 
end of the month, some 1,000 intellectuals, government employ- 
ees, lawyers, businessmen, teachers, and clergy had been ar- 
rested.” Among them were the heads of the Armenian religious 
communities, Vardapet Megrdich Chlghadian, prelate of the 


'§ Grigoris Palakian (Krikoris Balakian), Hai Goghgotan [The Armenian Calvary] 
(Erevan: Hayastan, 1991; first published, Vienna: Mekhitarist Press, 1922), pp. 46- 
109; Haigazn K. Kazarian [Ghazarian], “The Murder of Six Armenian Members of 
the Ottoman Parliament,” Armenian Review 22:4 (1970): 26-33; Henry Barby, Au 
pays de l'épouvante: L’Arménie martyre (Beirut: Hamazkayin Press, 1972; first 
published, 1917), p. 56; Johannes Lepsius, Rapport secret sur les massacres 
d'Arménie (Paris: Payot, 1918), pp. 212-18, 221-22; Great Britain, Parliament, The 
Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, 1915-16: Documents Presented to 
Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs by Viscount Bryce, 
ed. Arnold J. Toynbee ( (London: H.M.S.O., 1916), doc 9, p. 21. See also James H. 
Tashjian, “The Case of Deputy Krikor Zohrab,” Armenian Review 35:1 (1982): 3-29. 

O Jacobsen, Oragrutiun, p. 94. See also Tacy Atkinson, “The German, the Turk 
and the Devil Made a Triple Alliance”: Harpoot Diaries, 1908-1917 (Princeton: 
Gomidas Institute, 2000), pp. 35, 36. | 

2 Chormisian, Hamapatker, pp. 366, 469; Lepsius, Rapport Seere pp. 87-89; 
Henry H. Riggs, Days of Tragedy in Armenia: Personal Experiences in Harpoot, 
1915-1917 (Ann Arbor: Gomidas Institute, 1997), pp. 51, 53; Floyd O. Smith to 
James Barton, Sept. 21, 1917, in James L. Barton, comp., “Turkish Atrocities”: 
Statements of American Missionaries on the Destruction of Christian Communities 
in Ottoman Turkey, 1915-1917 (Ann Arbor, MI: Gomidas Institute, 1998), p. 89; 
Asatur H. Makarian, “Ampop hamaynapatker” [Concise Overview], in Gersam 
Aharonian, ed. and comp., Hushamatian Mets Egherni, 1915-1965 {Memorial 
Volume of the Great Crime, 1915-1965] (Beirut: Atlas, 1965), p. 309. U.S. consul at 
Aleppo, Jesse Jackson, reported that conditions in Diarbekir had been extremely 
grave since April 25. It was estimated that between 300 and 1,000 prominent 
Christians were imprisoned during government searches for weapons and evidence 
of disloyalty. “It is believed that great numbers have been beaten to death.” United 
States, National Archives, Record Group 59 ae RG 59) 867.4016/77, J ackson 
to Secretary of State, June 5, 1915. 
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Armenian Apostolic Church, Monsignor André Chelebian of the 
Armenian Catholic Church, and Reverend Hakob Antonian of 
the Armenian Evangelical Church. Also included were leaders 
of the local branches of the Armenian political parties— 
Dashnaktsutiun, Hnchakian, and Ramkavar,”' Some of the men 
were killed in prison, while others were sent toward Malatia 
and killed on the road, and still others were forced to march by 
the banks of the Tigris River until they died. On May 24, the 
Allied Powers (Great Britain, France, and Russia) issued a pro- 
clamation condemning the atrocities committed against the 
Armenians and declared that the Allied governments “will hold 
personally responsible [for] these crimes all members of the 
Ottoman government and those of their agents who are impli- 
cated in such massacres.” 

In the meantime, the mass- deportations commenced in 
_ Diarbekir. As described in one report, the first convoy number- 
ing approximately 680 men “was sent down the river. . . 
Arrangements had been made with certain malefactors and the 
party were massacred on the riverside some way down....A 
reign of terror began in Diarbekir itself. Numerous parties. of 
Armenians of both sexes and all ages were sent away and 
massacred at places which gradually became nearer and nearer 
to the town. Diarbekir and the neighborhood became a massacre 
center for deported persons from other provinces.” Some of 
the main routes for the mass deportations converged at 





- 2! Chormisian, A p. 366: Episodes, pp. 22-23. : 

22 US Archives, RG 59, 867.4016/67, Sharp to Secretary of State, May 28, 1915, 
-= and Secretary of State William J. Bryan to American Embassy, Constantinople, May 
29, 1915; A.M.A.E., Guerre 1914-1918, Turquie, “Communication de |’ Ambassade 
de Russie au Département,” May 11, 1915, “Communication de l Ambassade de 
Grande-Bretagne au Département,” May 19 and May 21, 1915, “Note du Départe- 
ment a |’ Agence Havas,” May 24, 1915, and M, William Sharp, Ambassadeur des 
Etats-Unis a Paris, à M. Declassé, Ministre des Affaires étrangères, May 28, 1915, in - 
Arthur Beylerian, ed. and comp., Les grandes puissances, l'Empire ottoman et les 
arméniens dans les archives francaises (1914-1918) (Paris: Panthéon-Sorbonne, 
1983), pp. 23, 25-29, 31. 

3 Yeghiayan, British Foreign Office Dossiers, pp. 149-50. See also Archives du 
Ministére des Affaires Etrangéres (MAE), Guerre 1914-1918, Turquie, vol. 906, 
folios 28-33, Rapport de M. Albert Guys remis à l’ Ambassade de France, July 24, 

1915, in Beylerian, Les grandes puissances, pp. 48-52; Akuni, Milion, p. 65. 
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Kharpert, as refugees from as far away as Trebizond, Baiburt, 
Erzerum, and Erzinjan, in addition to other places, marched by 
that city. They were thence forced to continue their journey in 
different directions some westward to Malatia and others 
southward to Diarbekir, Severek, Veran-Shehir (Viranshehir), 
Urfa, and southeastward to Mardin. 

Several high-ranking officials, including Memduh Bey, were 
sent to the town of Mardin to oversee the deportations and 
massacres there. On June 3 and 4, 1915, Turkish troops sur- 
rounded the town and arrested about 420 Armenians, including — 
the clergy and prominent individuals. The first group deported 
from Mardin consisted of 100 people, who, exiled toward 
Diarbekir, were all murdered on the road. In Chunkush, a 
predominantly Armenian town located in Diarbekir province 
immediately east of the Kharpert-Diarbekir border, travelers saw 
many bodies strewn on the roads. The Armenians from 
Chunkush were sent about 10 miles out of the town to a cavern 
that “drops vertically downward several hundred feet,” where 
they were “driven to their death.”” 

Jesse Jackson, U.S. consul at Aleppo, wrote to Ambassador 
Henry Morgenthau and the Department of State in early June: 


Trustworthy persons report that in the interior a perfect reign of 
terror exists, especially at Diarbekir. The same parties report 
that 300 prominent Christians at that place have been impris- 
oned in the course of the search for arms and proofs of disloy- 
alty toward the Government; while other reports place the 
number of victims as high as 1,000. It is also stated that 22 
have been beaten to death in the efforts to make them divulge 
information they did not possess. Some cases of bastinadoing 
have been treated by physicians, the injured feet having to be 
operated on to prevent amputation. It is believed that great 
numbers have been beaten to death. Such has been the condi- 
tion there since April 25 last; this is also true of the villages 
and towns in the country surrounding that city. 


4 Andrus Diary, June 4, 1915; Chormisian, Hamapatker, pp. 366, 470, 472; 
Riggs, Days of Tragedy, p. 33: Akuni, Milton, p. 68. See also Lepsius, nae 
secret, p. 89. 

> Riggs, Days of Tragedy, p. 58. 
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Despite repeated appeals, the Turkish government refused to 
end the atrocities. “It is without doubt a carefully planned 
scheme to thoroughly extinguish the Armenian race,” Jackson 
concluded.” 

German Ambassador Hans von Wangenheim confirmed that 
the Turkish government was determined to annihilate the Arme- 
nian people in the empire. He wrote to the Ottoman ministries 
of foreign affairs and internal affairs that, while his government 
did not raise objections to forcible steps in zones of military 
activities, it was also cognizant of the detrimental consequences 
of excessive measures. Moreover, he reportedly advised the 
Sublime Porte that measures be taken against the vali of 
Diarbekir, Reshid Bey, “lest his murderous policies lead to the 
total extermination of the Christians in his area.” Austrian 
Ambassador Graf Johann Pallavicini intimated to Talaat Pasha 
his concerns that the mass deportations of women and children 
were not justified and that such measures negatively affected 
world public opinion.” 

Armenian soldiers working some distance from the town of 
Palu on repairing the road between Diarbekir and Kharpert 
since November 1914 were murdered during this period. In the 
first days of July, Armenians and Assyrians were massacred in 
Mardin, Nisibin (Mdzbin), and Tell-Armen (Tel Ermen).” 
“Another Black Friday,” Reverend Andrus entered in his diary 
for July 2. On the afternoon of July 3, about 1,200 women and 
children deported from the Mush region arrived at Mardin, 
followed near midnight on July 4 by another group of refugees, 
totaling about 1,500 women and children en route to Mosul. On 
the afternoon of Monday, July 5, large numbers of exiles from 
the Sasun region lodged at Mar Efram on their way to Aleppo 


l 2% US Archives, RG 59, 867.4016/77, Jackson to Secretary of State, June 5, 1915, 
encl., Jackson to Morgenthau, June 5, 1915. 

27 Ulrich Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, 1914-1918 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1968), pp. 213-15. 

23 Levon Vartan [Vardan], Zhamanakagrutiun haykakan tasnhingi, 1915-1923 
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and left on the following evening. On the night of July 6, 
another group of exiles came to Mardin from the north and 
were encamped at Ras ul-Meidan. Deported women from east 
and west continued their southward march after a brief stop at 
Mardin.” The Armenians of Eksor, near Mardin, were massa- 
cred under the direction of the chief of gendarmerie Yusuf ibn | 
Nuri and his superior, Memduh Bey. The village was sur- 
rounded one evening and, after several hours of looting and 
plunder, was razed to the ground.” 

On July 10, a new convoy of exiles from the north entered 
Mardin “in carts and on cattle and donkeys,”?! followed by 
another group of exiled women who arrived from the north the 
next day. Some Protestant Armenians were arrested briefly but 
later released, raising hopes that the government would soon 
end the deportations and killings. On July 13, however, a 
‘convoy of exiles made up mostly of men was sent out of 
Mardin, followed two days later by a group of refugees from 
Diarbekir city. In the meantime, two other convoys—one from 
Diarbekir and the other from Sairt (Sghert; Siirt)—arrived_ but 
were not allowed into the city. On July 16, the authorities at 
Mardin arrested an Armenian employee at the American hospi- 
tal with arms on him. “Under torture of bastinados said there 
were arms hidden in hospital; 10 soldiers searched carefully but 
found nothing.” Turkish soldiers returned to the hospital on the 
following day for further searches but again could find no 
weapons,” 

On July 18, another convoy of exiles entered Mardin, fol- 
lowed the next day by a group of Muslim refugees, causing 
much anxiety among the remaining families of Catholic Arme- 
nians. Their apprehensions were made worse. by news that the 
Christians at Midiat, about 45 miles from Mardin, had resorted 
to armed resistance against the government. Midiat was under 


29 Vartan, Zhamanakagrutiun, pp. 41, 45; Andrus Diary, July 2- 6, 1915; Diary 
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siege, as Kurdish irregulars were dispatched to disarm the 
defenders, only to be driven off as rumors spread of a Russian 
advance into the region. The general deportations and massacres 
continued unabated, however; additional waves of Armenian 
exiles arrived at Mardin from the north, two convoys were 
taken to Tell-Armen, and wholesale killings occurred in 
Nisibis. 

A large number of the deported were killed between 
Kharpert and Diarbekir in Kezin Khan near Goljuk, in Khul- 
penik, Koemir Khan, Izolu, and near Arghana-Maden.™ The 
survivors were forced to march for hours through inhospitable 
terrain by way of Kanlı Dagh and the Kanlı Dere gorge (2,000 
feet deep), where an unknown number of deportees were 
thrown.” U.S. Consul Leslie Davis at Kharpert noted that the 
caravans were forced to the Mesopotamian plain, where their 
march meant certain death. “The entire movement,” Davis 
concluded, “seems to be the most thoroughly organized and 
effective massacre this country has ever seen.” 

Passing through Diarbekir in June 1915, Rafael de Nogales, 
a Venezuelan METERNE: serving as an officer in the Ottoman 
army, observed: 


During this epoch there commenced, upon the pretext of 
“concealed weapons,” the mass deportation and massacres in 
the cities of Mardin, Djarbekir, Mesireh, Kar[p]out, ete., which 
finally resulted in the almost complete disappearance of the 
Christian population, and consequently of the most flourishing 
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=- commercial and industrial enterprises, of the provinces of 
Mamouret-el-Asis and Djarbekir.** 


Consul Jackson relayed to Morgenthau and the State Depart- 
ment a report (dated August 6, 1915) by the Reverend F.H. 
Leslie describing the conditions in Urfa and Diarbekir. Thou- 
sands of Christians were killed, Leslie informed, while those 
who survived became refugees, homeless, and emaciated. For 
six weeks, these refugees from northern cities passed through 
Urfa by droves, terrified by the mayhem and criminal acts they 
witnessed. The authorities in Urfa routinely arrested the promi- 
nent citizens, who after a brief period in prison were sent to 
“that death-trap Diarbekir.” On their death march, the women 
and girls were robbed and raped, “abused and abducted.” And 
similar terror occurred “right here in our city before our very 
eyes and openly on the streets.” Leslie continued: “The poor 
weak women and children died by thousands along the roads 
and in the khan where they were confined here. There must be 
not less than five hundred abducted now in the homes of the 
Moslems of this city and as many more have been sexually 
abused and turned out on the streets again. They have even 
abused these girls openly on the streets and before the eyes of 
= the foreigners.” About 4,500 people were deported from Sairt to 
Ras ul-Ain (Ras al-Ain), and 2,000 from Mezre near Kharpert 
city to Diarbekir.”” Writing in July to the prelate of Aleppo, 
Archbishop Zaven Surmelian, Catholicos Sahak H Khapayan 
similarly characterized Diarbekir as a “slaughterhouse.””’ The 
Armenians at Urfa eventually armed themselves for resistance 
rather than be massacred or deported.” 
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Refugees from different regions marched southward to the 
town of Veran-Shehir in southern Diarbekir, halfway between 
Severek and Ras ul-Ain; thousands were exiled from Diarbekir 
to Aleppo and Deir el-Zor.? The Reverend Thomas K. 
Megrdichian, writing from Cairo, informed Boghos Nubar Pasha 
(who had been appointed by Catholicos Gevorg V Sureniants to 
head the Armenian National Delegation to secure European 
support for the Armenian cause) regarding the conditions in the 
Armenian provinces: 


The confirmed news and information that have reached me from 
Cilicta and Kharput, Diyarbakir, and Bitlis, depict a horrible 
situation in these localities. There is total anarchy. The Ittihad 
rulers, together with the Moslem Turkish and Kurdish popula- 
tion encouraged by them, inflict atrocities upon the Armenians, 
robbing, ravishing, and violating anyone they feel like.“ 


In a letter to the prelate of Bulgaria, Bishop Ghevond Durian 
(Ghevont Turian), and intended for distribution to the major 
powers and the Armenian communities worldwide, the Arme- 
nian Patriarch of Constantinople, Zaven Der Yeghiayan, re- 
ported: “About one million people have been uprooted from 
their homeland and pushed toward the south. Since the begin- 
ning of April, local authorities have implemented the deporta- 
tions in a very systematic manner. .. . There have been massa- 
cres in the Province of Diarbekir and particularly in Merdin 
[Mardin], the population being subjected to much the same 


* Davis, Slaughterhouse Province, p. 59; US Archives, RG 59, 867.4016/373, 
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cruelty” as in other Armenian communities across the provinces. 
He continued: “Armenian soldiers from Dikranagerd have all 
been decimated on the Diarbekir-Urfa and Diarbekir-Kharpert 
roads.” In another letter, dated August 25/September 7, 1915, 
the patriarch wrote: | 


Bloody news started arriving from Urfa, too. Initially 40 
notables—including reverends and preachers and the Prelate— 
were martyred, there was word of 17 other people. The slaugh- 
terhouse region of Diarbekir is expanding and has reached the 
frontiers of Aleppo [Province]. We have exhausted all prayers, — 
our hearts are worn out, our lips are sore. No one listens, and 
no one understands us, not on earth and not in heaven.” 


In early September, as streams of exiles arrived at Mardin 
from Diarbekir and Lije, additional families were selected for 
deportation to Ras ul-Ain.*° During the second week of Septem- 
ber, another group of Armenians from Mardin was forced to 
wait for a large convoy of exiles, moving southwestward from 
Diarbekir, as they were to be sent together to the 
Mesopotamian plains. Andrus noted that the government was 
undertaking a “rigorous” campaign to collect all remaining 
Armenians.“ Consul Davis wrote that somewhere between 
Diarbekir and Mardin, 8,000 Armenian refugees from Kharpert 
were massacred.** During the same period, also murdered by 
regular troops and irregular Kurdish bands were 4,750 Arme- — 
nians, of whom 1,250 were Catholics and 1,000 Protestants, in 
addition to 250 Catholic Chaldeans and 100 Syrian Jacobites.” 


Justifying Genocide 


According to Nogales, during a visit with Mehmed Azim Bey, 


4 Der Yeghiayan, My Patriarchal Memoirs, pp. 87-89. 
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who at the time headed the gendarmes at Diarbekir and was 
among those responsible for the massacres, the latter had shown 
two pictures of caches of weapons purportedly unearthed in 
Armenian houses and churches. Nogales wrote: 


However, a close contemplation of those interesting photographs 
revealed plainly that the park therein represented was composed 
almost entirely of fowling-pieces easily disguised by a thin 
layer of army guns. I fear very much therefore, that all this 
ostentatious collection of elements of war was nothing more nor 
less than the work of Mehmed-Asim Bey himself, in his at- 
tempt to mislead and impress the public. I was nevertheless 
much interested in his narrative. He undertook to convince me 
that the Russians, long before the war, had apportioned among 
the Armenians, Chaldeans, and Nestorians of the provinces of 
Van and Bitlis, Djarbekir, and Urfa, considerable quantities of 
arms and ammunition; so that they might revolt while the 
Russian armies were advancing to the Gulf of Alexandreta. If 
this really were the Russian plan, it was not a bad one. But it 
is impossible to know whether things were thus in hard fact, or 
merely in the Dantesque vision of the Sublime Porte, which, 
habituated to its own regime of blood and darkness, believed 
that the rest of the world acted in the same way.” 


In a conversation with Nogales, vali Reshid Bey maintained 
that as governor he bore no responsibility for the deportations 
and massacres as the orders had come from Talaat Pasha. 


Talaat had ordered the slaughter by a circular telegram, if my 
memory is correct, containing a scant three words: “Yak—Vur 
—Oldur,” meaning, “Burn, demolish, kill.” The authenticity of 
that terrible phrase was confirmed by The Press of Constantino- 
ple after the Armistice with the publication of a certain tele- 
gram which the Ottoman commission engaged in investigating 
the massacres and deportations had discovered among the 
papers of the Committee of Union and Progress. In it the 
Grand Vizier, Talaat Pasha, ordered the local head of the 
Committee in Malatia to exterminate the Christians of that 
vilayet by the following means, word for word: “Anéantissez, 
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expulsez, etc. . . j’assume la responsabilité morale et 
matérielle.””' 


Reflecting the Turkist ideology and propaganda of the 
Ittihadists, Reshid reportedly intimated the following to Midhat 
Shukru (Bleda), secretary general of the Ittihad: 


I had seen that the fatherland [vatan] was about to be lost, 
therefore, I proceeded eyes closed and without consideration, 
convinced that I was acting for the welfare of the nation 
[millet]. If my own [national] history were to call me to ac- 
count for this, my conduct—nothing doing. The history of other 
peoples may write about me what it will, it does not trouble me 
in the least. .. . The Armenian bandits were a load of harmful 
microbes [mikroplar] that had afflicted the body [bünye] of the 
fatherland [vatan]. Was it not the duty of the doctor to kill the 
microbes?” | 


By early 1916, an estimated 486,000 Armenians—Apostolic, 
Protestant, and Catholics alike—had become refugees on their 
way to and across Syria from Aleppo to Damascus, Ras ul-Ain, 
and Deir el-Zor.” Patriarch Der Yeghiayan wrote in his mem- 
oirs: “Armenian Catholics, just like [Apostolic Armenians], were 
being decimated through deportations or massacres, Catholic 
priests and even bishops—such as those at Kharpert, 
Dikranagerd, and Mardin—were being decimated through 
merciless torture, without having committed the slightest ques- 
tionable act.” Referring to the Catholic Armenians of 
Diarbekir, Consul Jackson reported that none remained in 
Diarbekir city, Chunkush, and Veran-Shehir and that “a portion 
of the women and children only arrived in Aleppo.” The clergy 
and prominent men from Mardin had disappeared; the town of 
Tell-Armen had been “annihilated.”°> In November 1915, Talaat 
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Pasha sent the following telegram to the government of Aleppo: 


We are informed that the little ones belonging to the indicated 
persons (Armenians) from Sivas, Mamuret-ul-Aziz, Diarbekir, 
and Erzerum are adopted by certain Moslem families and 
received as servants when they are left alone through the death 
of their parents. We inform you that you are to collect all such 
children in your province and send them to the places of 
deportation, and also to give the necessary orders regarding this 
to the people. 


This telegram was followed by another dispatch in January 
1916 to Aleppo: | | 


We hear that certain orphanages which have been opened 
received also the children of the Armenians? Whether this is 
done through ignorance of our real purpose or through con- 
tempt of it, the Government will regard the feeding of such 
children or any attempt to prolong their lives as an act entirely 
opposed to its purpose, since it considers the survival of these 
children as detrimental. I recommend that such children shall 
not be received into the orphanages, and no attempts are to be 
made to establish special orphanages for them. 


Yet another telegram to the authorities in Aleppo instructed 
them: “Collect and keep only those orphans who cannot remem- 
ber the terrors to which their parents have been subjected. Send 
the rest away with the caravans.”°° 

In September 1916, eyewitnesses reported that nearly 12,000 
Armenians were gathered at Ras ul-Ain “under the guardianship 
of some hundreds of Kurds, drawn not from the local tribes, 
but from the urban riff-raff of Mosul, Bitlis, and Diarbekir. 
These Kurds were called Gendarmes, but were in reality mere 
butchers; bands of them were publicly ordered to take parties of 
Armenians of both sexes to various destinations, but had secret 
instructions to destroy the males, children and old women, and 
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dispose of the young women among the villagers of the Urfa 
plain.””’’ Armenians from across Asia Minor and the Armenian 
provinces, from Palu, Arghana, Chunkush, and Diarbekir had 
been pushed into the Syrian desert, one report observed. The 
entire area between Aleppo and Mesopotamia resembled an 
“immense tomb.”” 

According to one source, the following officials were primar- 
ily responsible for the order of the atrocities committed against 
the Armenians in or passing through their respective jurisdic- 
tion: Ibrahim Bedreddin (Bedri) Bey, Mardin; Ihsan Bey, 
Severek; Halis Sabid Bey, Bisherik; Nuri Bey, Lije; Nejib Zadé 
Kadir, Palu; and Zulfi Zadé Adil, Silvan.” As presented at the 
postwar Turkish court-martial, which commenced in February 
1919, the list of officials responsible for the massacres and 
deportations included Reshid Bey, vali of Diarbekir; Pirinji-zadé 
Arif Feyzi Bey, deputy of Diarbekir; Rushdi Bey, chief of the 
gendarmerie; Attar Haki, chief of the local CUP; Shakir Bey, 
captain; Ibrahim Bedreddin Bey, provincial secretary; Harum 
Bey, officer of the gendarmerie; Memduh Bey, commissioner of 
police; Sherif Bey, cousin of Feyzi Bey; Shevki Bey, officer of 
chete militia; Pirinji-zadé Sidki, mayor of Diarbekir and cousin 
of Feyzi Bey; and Emin Bey, officer of militia. Former vali 
Reshid Bey, who had remained at his post until March 1916, 
committed suicide in February 1919 rather than face charges of 
massacre.” Ironically, Nogales had recorded the following 
observation regarding Reshid Bey: 


The fame of the Governor, Reshid Bey, who had planned and 
organized that hecatomb, kept increasing thenceforward almost 
to the stature of Djevded’s [vali of Van]. The only difference 


*’ France, Archives du Ministère de la Guerre (AMG.), 16 N 2946, Le Colonel de 
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between them was that, panther though he showed himself to 
be, Djevded never ceased being a valiant soldier as well, even 
to a certain degree generous with his foes; while Reshid was 
merely a hyena, who killed without ever risking his own life.®! 


The End of Armenian Diarbekir 


By the time of the Turkish capitulation to the Allied Powers 
through the Mudros Armistice in October 1918, hardly any 
Armenians remained in Diarbekir. After the war, a small num- 
ber of refugees returned only to be forced to leave once again 
as the Nationalist army of Mustafa Kemal consolidated power 
and the new Ankara government undertook measures to com- 
plete the cleansing process begun by Sultan Abdul-Hamid and 
the Young Turks. While the genocidal policies of the Young 
Turk regime removed the Armenian population, some of the 
surviving orphans, totaling about 610 in late 1919 in orphanages 
in Diarbekir under the care of Dr. Mirza Ketenchian 
(Ketenjian), were transferred to Syria.°* Ketenchian estimated 
that about 40,000 Armenian children and women were being 
kept in Muslim houses throughout the region between Birejik, 
Ras ul-Ain, Rakka, Veran-Shehir, and Severek. If sufficient 
pressure was not exerted by the British authorities to rescue the 
Armenian children and women, Ketenchian warned, then these 
remnants of the Armenian nation would forever be lost. The 
British, however, showed little interest in such matters after 
1919. : 

Under the Sykes-Picot agreement signed by the Entente 
powers in April 1916, which provided for the postwar partition 
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of the Ottoman Empire, Britain was to assume mandatory power 
over most of the Arab-speaking areas of the empire, France 
over the area extending from Syria to Cilicia, Diarbekir, 
Kharpert, and Sivas, and Russia over the provinces of 
Trebizond, Erzerum, Bitlis, and Van. Geopolitical and eco- 
nomic interests led to the rapid disintegration of the Allied. 
policy toward December 29, 2005 the region after the war, 
however. Despite their proclamation of May 24, 1915, the 
Allied Powers chose to neglect the Turkish atrocities against the 
Armenians. As a matter of fact, by the time the small 
Caucasian Armenian republic was formed in May 1918, 
Diarbekir no longer seemed to be considered an Armenian 
province. The presence of a relatively large Kurdish population 
in the region had convinced even Boghos Nubar, an ardent 
advocate of a united Western and Eastern Armenia, that much 
of Diarbekir could no longer constitute a part of the envisioned 
integral Armenian state. As early as May 1915, he had indi- 
cated a willingness to forgo claims to the southern parts of the 
vilayet in favor of an autonomous Kurdistan, expressing the 
belief that the Kurds “would live harmoniously with the Arme- 
nians without the incitement of Turkish officials against the — 
population.”® 

No such harmony could be secured for the surviving Arme- 
nians and other Christian communities in Diarbekir after the | 
war. The Allied Powers and Turkey signed the Treaty of 
Lausanne on July 24, 1923, which recognized the sovereignty of 
Turkey but made no mention of Armenians. The Allied forces 
withdrew from Constantinople by early October, and, on the 
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proposal of Mustafa Kemal, the Turkish National Assembly, 
proclaimed the Republic of Turkey on October 29, 1923. A few 
months later in February 1924 the U.S. consul at Aleppo, 
Parker W. Buhrman, reported that “by various forms of persecu- 
tion life for them [the Christians] in Turkey is made intolerable, 
as a result of which they are forced to leave the country.” He | 
added: “It appears from all the facts available here that there is 
no question of the intention of the Turkish authorities to force 
out from this part of Turkey the entire Christian population.” 
He informed the Department of State that the situation in 
Mardin and Diarbekir had become so “acute” that the remaining 
Christians, faced with further hostilities, were “preparing to 
leave as soon as they can put their affairs in order.” Armenian 
Diarbekir had approached its end. | 
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